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“Gender, not religion, is the opiate of the masses.”
— Erving Goffman

W

hen I turn on my TV, stagehands are ripping a sequined robe
off of David Bowie to reveal the most beautiful white silk dress I had
ever seen complemented by matching thigh-high boots. The sleeves
resemble a kimono, and the high neck made up for the short inseam
of his dress. My 10-year-old eyes were locked onto the screen as the
camera drew closer to Bowie’s gyrating hips, exposing his silk underwear. I had never seen someone so powerful. He was wearing makeup
and a dress and had a crowd of 3,500 crawling over each other just
to be closer to him. As a kid, I did not know the terms non-binary or
queer, and I could not picture gender as anything but painful. I had
never seen such a blatant disregard of what I’d been told gender was
supposed to look like until I watched the entirety of David Bowie’s
last performance as Ziggy Stardust. Seeing a male body adorned in
a dress, makeup, and heels unlocked a higher level of being for me;
David Bowie lived as a cis-gendered man, but his acceptance of femininity was life-altering. On July 3rd, 1973, David Bowie announced
the departure of his gender-bending alien
rockstar alter ego. As Ziggy bid adieu, so did my binary view of gender.
There is a power that comes with knowing that gender is a performance and deciding to have fun in these roles as opposed to letting
them rule you. The sociologist Erving Goffman posed
everyday life as a stage. Once we are born, we are thrust onto this
stage where socialization teaches us how to play our assigned roles.
In Goffman’s theory, there is a front stage and a back stage; The front
stage is where we deliver our lines and perform in front of others and
the back stage is a private space where we can be our authentic selves.
David Bowie’s silk kimono dress evokes images of a young boy alone
in his room secretly wearing his mother’s
jewelry, dress, and heels while dancing in a mirror. Bowie took this
back stage self and gave it power and reassurance. Bringing this ego
onto the front stage of life gave opportunity and permission for young
queer people to explore the different roles that they were capable of
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playing on a daily basis. Gender is performed and performative. It is
performed in the way that we are taught to play the roles that society
gives us, it is performative in that it is
produced and reproduced constantly through a series of acts. This is
what we are taught to do. I wore skirts, I slathered lip gloss, I drew
hearts on my Jesse McCartney poster. That is what I was taught to do.
Seeing David Bowie, or rather Ziggy Stardust, defy what I thought
of as tradition sparked something beautiful inside of me. I did not
know what that spark would manifest into but I am so glad I
nourished that growing sense of identity by questioning my daily
performances. Skirts, lip gloss, and Jesse McCartney were no longer
a necessity for me to exist as a legitimate person. My androgyny and
fluidity flourished as I surrounded myself with people who were of
the same vein of weird. In these spaces, shaving my head and wearing
men’s pants with a different primary color eyeshadow every day was
adored and not questioned. Every person that I have met who doesn’t
ascribe to a gender has had magic inside of them. The universe opens
for those who reject the daily performances we are taught to put on.
On the tail end of Ziggy’s last performance, he mimes his way
along an invisible wall, eventually finding a rip in the wallpaper.
Peeling it open, he steps through the wall and pushes it away. The
pure existence of Ziggy, a gender-bending alien rockstar, gave
meaning to the back stage self that too many have to repress.
Genderqueer kids felt like they weren’t alone and didn’t have to
pretend to be anything that they weren’t. David Bowie made room for
everybody who felt as though they didn’t belong.
“It’s really me
Really you and really me
It’s so hard for us to really be
Really you and really me”
— David Bowie, Wild Eyed Boy from Freecloud
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